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YOUTH, GOVERNMENT AND VIOLENCE IN THE MEDIA 
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The relationship between the frequency of violence on television and in films, and the 
extent of violence in the community, has resurfaced as an issue of debate.  As reported 
in an article in The Weekend Australian (June 3-4, 1995:13), Republican presidential 
candidate Bob Dole recently criticised sections of the Hollywood establishment for 
` marketing evil'  and for ` revel(ling) in mindless violence' .  Blaming the media for 
increasing levels of violence - in particular, citing films such as Natural Born Killers 
and True Romance, as well as the lyrics to some rap songs - Dole was quoted as saying: 
` You have sold your souls, but must you debase our nation and threaten our children as 
well?'   These comments did not go unchallenged.  Oliver Stone, who directed Natural 
Born Killers, countered by stating: ` It is the height of hypocrisy for Senator Dole, who 
wants to repeal the assault weapons ban, to blame Hollywood for the violence in our 
society.'   Similarly, former president of the Screen Actors Guild, Ed Asner, claimed 
that: ` to Senator Dole it' s okay to carry a gun but it' s not okay to write a song about it' . 
  
 
While such calls for censorship have repeatedly come from the religious right, concerns 
over the relationship between depictions of violence in the media and real violence on 
the streets have also recently been expressed from a more unexpected quarter.  
President Clinton himself recently stated that he looks forward to the time when a new 
invention, which allows parents to censor violence or sexually explicit television 
programs, would become standard on all television sets.  By making this comment, 
Clinton sought to tap perennial American concerns over ` family values'  and ` parental 
responsibility' , while stopping short of advocating direct legislation over the content of 
Hollywood movies.  
 
These debates have not been limited to the United States.  Within the Australian 
context, such concerns have been widely expressed in a fairly regular basis.  As John 
Langer (1995) points out, the Australian Broadcasting Tribunal' s (1990) report ` TV 
Violence in Australia'  was largely as a response to the Hoddle Street and Queen Street 
massacres in Melbourne.  More recently still, Langer points to comments by 
Queensland criminologist Professor Paul Wilson in 1994, who postulated a link between 
the rise in levels of violence in the media, and an increase in the apparently ` gruesome'  
nature of contemporary criminal violence.   
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The intention here is not to add one more voice to either side of what is a very familiar 
debate.  Whether or not young people are inspired to commit acts of violence as a 
result of what they see in films and on television, is a question which is well beyond the 
scope of this paper.  Therefore, instead of taking the well-trodden route through this 
issue, it will be suggested here that a more productive set of questions might involve 
asking why the debate occurs in the form that it does?  That is, why is it that President 
Clinton seeks to solve the problem of violence in the community by modifying the 
television habits of the family?  Why is it that the various governmental tactics aimed at 
reducing violence in the community, whether as a result of the content of the media or 
otherwise, always seem to be less than successful?  And why is it that more simple 
conclusions cannot be drawn about issues such as censorship and youth violence?       
 
Taking these questions in turn: first, why the focus on the family?  If all parts of the 
political spectrum deem there to be difficulties with violence among the young, why 
does the State not attempt more direct forms of legislation to counter the problem?  
According to writers such as Burchell (1991; 1993), Gordon (1991) and Rose (1993), 
the answer lies in gaining a better understanding of the way in which modern liberal 
governments operate.  They argue that in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the 
advent of liberalism resulted in a significant change in the basic mechanisms of rule, a 
change which came about, in part, as a challenge to raison d'etat.  According to 
Burchell (1993:269), liberalism was sceptical both about the state and state reason, and 
also about the ability of the state ` to know perfectly and in all details the reality to be 
governed' .  As Rose (1993:289) observes, the advent of liberalism marks the 
abandonment of the belief in the possibility of a totally administered society.  
Therefore, liberalism took as its central problem the demarcation of the governable 
from the ungovernable, of those areas of necessary state intervention from those of 
autonomy.   
 
However, it is argued that those domains where governmental intervention is deemed 
inappropriate only exist as a result of more subtle forms of governmental management, 
such as those operating within ` the family' .  In order to construct the family in this 
manner it has been necessary to develop mechanisms of government which ` operate at a 
distance' .  It is through expertise associated with disciplines such as family guidance, 
welfare, psychology, community medicine, counselling and pedagogy, that the family 
can at once be private and autonomous, while at the same time being one of the most 
important sites for instilling the capacities, aspirations and habits required of the 
population.   
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In The Policing of Families, Jacques Donzelot (1979) points out the central role of the 
family in the government of children.  Since the means of sovereign rule - laws, 
decrees and regulations - are blunt instruments indeed, Donzelot argues that a far more 
effective way of governing childhood involved the enlistment of the family in the 
production of ` good'  children.  This production was overseen by medical, educational 
and psychological experts who successfully bridged the gap between the inner-workings 
of the family unit and the broadest objectives of government.  By what Donzelot 
(1979:169) refers to as the subtle ` regulation of images' , it became possible to construct 
desirable and effective norms of family life, motherhood, and childhood, without any 
resort to the legal system at all.  Thus, sites such as the family became crucial in the 
establishment of a useful grid of norms, norms which were instrumental in constructing 
the capacities and aptitudes expected of normal, healthy children.   
 
The importance of ` government at a distance'  is also examined in Vikki Bell' s (1993) 
` Governing Childhood' .  Bell contends that while at once articulating the ` privacy'  of 
the domestic domain, a variety of governmental programmes also set parents (ostensibly 
voluntary) tasks to do with the upbringing of their children.  Although the co-operation 
of the family is ostensibly voluntary, this very co-operation is actually vital to the 
processes of normalisation within liberal societies.  Consequently, ` the maintenance of 
a discourse of public/private was part and parcel of the way in which power worked'  
(Bell, 1993:394).  By reinforcing the merely supportive role that the state ought to play 
in child-rearing (while at the same time stressing the vital importance of proper child 
care and supervision) and by formalising the concept of ` parental responsibility' , this 
necessarily augments the significance of the mechanisms by which the child is 
` governed at a distance'  through the family.  
 
Such observations provide the answer to the first question, in that most appropriate way 
to deal with the issue of violence in the community is immediately deemed to be the 
further augmentation of the responsibilities of the parent.  In this manner, government 
operates, not with the most grandiose forms of legislation or conspicuous examples of 
jurisdiction and control, but rather with more subtle and indirect forms of intervention.  
Through this strategy, the apparent autonomy of the family unit is preserved (a 
particularly important criterion in the government-wary USA), while still managing to 
address a broad range of social problems, such as those pertaining to violence.   
 
However, the success of this strategy relies upon striking the right balance between 
managed autonomy and direct intervention.  Not surprisingly then, various disputes 
over the appropriacy of governmental intervention has been a recurrent feature of 
modern liberalism, particularly in relation to the family.  As Bell (1993:395) points out, 
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problem has been to ` maintain the notion of a "contract" with the parents which gives 
them this sense of distance and of the possibility of autonomy whilst continuing to 
monitor their performance, especially around child-care' . 
 
This observation concerning the government of the family illustrate liberalism' s central 
dilemma: how to produce the desired regulatory ends (eg. less violence in the 
community), without compromising the independence of the various autonomous zones 
that liberalism itself helped establish - all of which leads to the second question: why is 
it that government seems to lack success, either in maintaining this balance between 
intervention and autonomy to the satisfaction of the majority of the population, or in 
actually achieving any of the ends that it set out to accomplish?  
 
Far from this being a problem, Gary Wickham (1993:9) argues that a ` perpetual 
dissatisfaction with government'  is actually essential to its continued operation.  While 
not decrying the many mundane achievements of contemporary government, he suggests 
that government is necessarily never complete, never totally successful.  Indeed, if it 
did not continue to fail, there would be no government.  It is through the continually 
disappointed reassessment of governmental outcomes that more effective programmes 
are introduced, in time only to be replaced themselves by newer and even more 
effective programmes.  That is, the successes which do stem from programs aimed at 
reducing community violence - whether through changes in styles of policing, welfare 
arrangements, codes of conduct in schools, protocols for settling domestic disputes, or 
even guidelines for appropriate family viewing - are almost always fragmentary, 
uncertain, and finite.  And Wickham is not alone in his assessment.  Rose and Miller 
(1992:190) also consider government to be a ` congenitally failing operation' .  They 
note that the very nature of governmental programmes often make them ambiguous, 
contradictory, partial and inexact.  This heterogeneity ultimately results in the targets of 
government ` refusing to respond according to the programmatic logic that seeks to 
govern them' . 
 
The need to manage specific aspects of the youth conduct, especially those concerning 
violence, exemplifies some of the problems of government.  Although different 
knowledges and programmes have targeted the youth indirectly through the family, it 
has been programmes within schools and youth organisations (such as Human 
Relationships Education, values clarification sessions and so on, all of which have 
attempted, in various ways, to deal with the issue of ` youth violence' ) which encroach 
upon family autonomy and deal with young people directly that engender debates over 
precisely where to set limits to government.  In addition, not only have there been 
problems over deciding how best to manage the conduct of youth (in relation to the 
  
 5 
public/private dilemma), but also the various programmes directed at youth often lack 
success.  Attempts to alter the habits of youth have generally only succeeded in 
demonstrating the limits of government in relation to self-formation.  They have, for 
example, seemingly only had limited success in reforming the conduct of the ` violent 
youth' .   
 
The patchy success that government appears to have in managing the conduct of the 
population is generally considered to be a consequence of the intricate and multifarious 
nature of government itself, not to be a function of the issues themselves.  After all, 
whether or not it is appropriate to censor the viewing habits of young people seems a 
straightforward enough problem.  It is this assumption which introduces the third 
question: why are there such difficulties in reaching a consensus over appropriate ways 
to deal with youth violence?  Why is agreement seemingly so difficult to reach on this 
issue? 
 
The answer to this question lies in the complexity of the field of debate.  First, it is 
important to realise that the various calls for intervention are not part of a unitary 
strategy.  Competing interest groups, each with diverse and multi-layered agendas, 
(which, in turn, lead to differing regions of agreement or antipathy), have attempted to 
define the problem in their own terms.  As such, the desired ends on any given form of 
intervention differ markedly.  For example, most groups would consider increasing 
levels of violence to be a problem, yet only some would see media support for 
gun-ownership as in any way exacerbating the situation.  
 
A second level of complexity involves the assortment of means and sites through which 
intervention can occur.  Not only are there a range of possible levels of state 
intervention, let alone zones of government from which such calls for legislation can 
originate (which may also have their own agendas), there are also a number of different 
domains which may be targeted for intervention.  After all, the family is not the only 
site through which ` government at a distance'  occurs.  The school has frequently been 
employed as an effective location for modifying the conduct of specific populations - 
particularly in the case of anti-social conduct, such as violent behaviour. 
 
A third set of issues concern disagreement over precisely what counts as appropriate or 
effective intervention.  Given the complexity of the field and the range of groups who 
have a vested interest in the issue, it is not surprising that such discrepancies exist.  In 
some circles, the autonomy of the family is regarded as too important for any kind of 
overt intervention, no matter how great the distance.  Disagreements also exist over 
precisely what constitutes undesirable levels of violence within the community.  
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Certainly, some regard a degree of violence behaviour (in the playground, for example) 
as essential to the process of forming an acceptable model of masculinity.  Others 
regard all levels of violent conduct as unacceptable.    
 
Finally, difficulties exist over the ways in which specific media texts are differentially 
decoded by given individuals and groups.  Blanket solutions gloss over the variations in 
audience readings of specific films and programs.  Cartoon violence is a good case in 
point.  It is equally possible to argue that a character such as Master of the Universe 
constitutes a role model for children, who, in the final analysis, always solves his 
problems with violence, just as it can be argued that he is harmless entertainment that 
nobody, including children, takes seriously.       
 
 
In conclusion, the intention of this paper has not been to join the debate over the 
relationship between representations of violence and real violence within the 
community, nor the debate over whether parents have a significant role to play 
strategies designed to address that violence.  Rather, the intention has simply been to 
examine why the various components of the debate appear in their current forms.  In 
doing so, the evidence suggests that disputes over the role of the family in social 
management, as well as dissatisfaction with both the processes and outcomes of 
government, are both integral parts of the way in which contemporary government 
operates.  Moreover, it also suggests that, on the issue of relationship between youth, 
violence and media censorship, no simple or unproblematic solutions are there to be 
found, since it is very difficult to draw singular conclusions about what is effectively a 
multi-layered, complex and changing set of governmental concerns. 
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